
  MEMORANDUM FOR RECORD 
 
Shawn Etcher 
Air Safety Investigator 
Eastern Region Aviation    September 15, 2008 
 
Subject: NYC08FA307 
Phone Interview with Liam McGukin 
Persons on phone call: Mr. Liam McGukin and Shawn Etcher (Self) 
 
Mr. McGukin was a passenger on board the accident balloon he was interviewed over the phone 
due to the fact that he was not medically able to be interviewed while on scene. The conversation 
started with me asking Mr. McGukin to explain what he remembers from the time he showed up 
until after the accident had occurred. Mr. McGukin stated that when they showed up at the 
meeting parking lot there was a briefing and it was mentioned that there was a fire extinguisher 
but there was no requirement to actually locate it in the basket. He helped the ground crew hold 
the balloon open in order for the balloon to inflate using the large fans. As soon as the balloon 
was inflated they were told for all the “men to jump in first and then the women.” He said he also 
remembered that the accident pilot had released several black “helium party type” balloons and 
would watch it further than anyone else. He could not remember seeing anyone look over the gas 
lines but he felt that the pilot was fairly particular and he probably did check them when he 
wasn’t looking. After they started to ascend he was told to grab and pull the black line in that had 
the basket tied to the back of the trailer that brought it to the launch site. Approximately “20 
minutes into the flight” the pilot said that “we are going to land earlier than originally planned,” 
within approximately 5 minutes they were preparing to land. He then stated that “we hit the 
ground level and the fire started right behind me.”  When asked his direction of view he said that 
his back was facing the fuel cylinders and he was looking at his girlfriend standing or kneeling 
right in front of him. After the first impact and once the fire started he then “jumped out of the 
basket” in order to try and get away from the fire that was ensuing near the fuel cylinders. He said 
at some point after getting out of the basket he could hear a male voice yelling “Get out!” I then 
asked what he was given as a procedure for exiting the basket. He remembers the pilot and even 
the briefing prior to launch state “that under no circumstances leave the basket until the pilot says 
it is okay.” 
 



  MEMORANDUM FOR RECORD 
 
Shawn Etcher 
Air Safety Investigator 
Eastern Region Aviation    September 15, 2008 
 
Subject: NYC08FA307 
Phone Interview with Scottie Owens 
Persons on phone call: Ms. Scottie Owens and Shawn Etcher (Self) 
 
Ms. Owens was a passenger on the accident flight. Her position in the basket was next between 
Mr. McGukin and Mr. Convoy III. I asked her to think back to the time she arrived at the meeting 
place until after the accident and tell me everything she can remember. She stated when they 
arrived at the parking lot the owners of the balloon company said they “had a 50/50 chance of 
going.” She remembers seeing everyone assisting to pull the basket out of the trailer while they 
were doing this she remembers seeing the accident pilot releasing a total of two balloons that 
were similar to “helium balloons.” She watched their pilot watch the balloons with some concern 
on his face, she remembers wondering “why was he looking at the balloon for so long.” 
Approximately 20 minutes after being told that they may or may not go, she remembers feeling 
very rushed to get into the basket for takeoff. The flight seemed uneventful and she remembers 
seeing the pilot talk on the radio to the ground crew but could not remember hearing what he was 
saying. When she was told they were landing and to bend her knees during the landing she was 
surprised by how quick the flight seemed. She then remembers that when the basket touched 
down the first time the “jolt” was so intense “it knocked me to my knees.” She then remembered 
feeling some intense heat, however Mr. Convoy was “on top of me holding me down,” she then 
remembers hearing someone yell “Get out!” She had difficulty due to the passengers all being 
piled “on top of each other” and she felt that she was “pinned in the basket.” 



  MEMORANDUM FOR RECORD 
 
Shawn Etcher 
Air Safety Investigator 
Eastern Region Aviation    September 12, 2008 
 
Subject: NYC08FA307 
Phone Interview with Nancy Zoeltsch 
Persons on phone call: Mrs. Nancy Zoeltsch and Shawn Etcher (Self) 
 
The interview started with me asking Mrs. Zoeltsch to tell me what she can remember about the 
accident starting back when she first arrived at the meeting point. She stated that when they first 
arrived they were told “there is a 50/50 chance of going.” Her and her son-in-law elected to go to 
the restroom at that time when they arrived back the owners of the company was in the middle of 
the safety briefing. She said that they looked surprised that they missed part of the briefing but 
then explained that there is a fire extinguisher in the basket and to “try and find it when you first 
get in” and they then asked if anyone had any medical conditions. The owners also said that part 
of the experience is helping set up the balloon for the flight as they were doing this someone 
stated to all of the gathered passengers that there are ropes inside to hang on to and “under no 
circumstances should anyone exit until told to do so by the pilot.” While all of this was happening 
she remembers seeing the accident pilot sending up a couple of helium type balloons and 
watching the balloon for a lot longer than anyone else was. After the accident pilot released the 
balloon she remembered thinking that “he was pacing around a lot.” After the first of two 
balloons were set up and departed they were preparing to depart and did so approximately 5 
minutes later. When she first got into the basket she remembered thinking that it was very 
cramped and there was “no room to move around.” She said that there was two rows for people to 
stand one with the pilot which was the front row and the one she was in which was the aft row. 
Due to the noise of the burner, which was very surprising to her, she was unable to communicate 
with her family members that were up in the front row. She remembered that the balloon felt 
“wobbly” on takeoff and she also remembers hearing the accident pilot “yell at the men on the 
ground.” After being enroute the accident pilot said that they were looking for a field to land in 
and the flight was going to be shorter than anticipated because there was a housing development 
that they were not sure they would have the ability to go over that area. When they found the field 
to land in while descending to the field the basket “went through the tops of the pine trees around 
the field,” and she remembers the first landing in the field felt “very hard” after which it bounced 
along the ground. She further mentioned that she remembered seeing the passenger in her row 
closest to the fuel cylinders go “flying across the basket,” and at that point she knew that “we 
were on fire.” She then found a foot hold used to climb into and out of the basket and used it to 
get her out even though they had been instructed not to exit until told to do so. After she had got 
out of the basket she went towards the fire to help her family out of the basket. She saw her son-
in-law and one of her daughters but did not see her other daughter, she finally saw her daughter 
trying to get out of the basket but looked like she was having a lot of difficulty, and she stated 
that it “was hard to get out of.” She grabbed her other daughter and assisted her in getting out and 
remembered feeling the heat of the fire. As they were running away from the fire she saw the 



“chase van” show up, her son-in-law immediately asked them for a fire extinguisher and began 
trying to fight the fire which was not successful with “such small fire extinguishers.”   










